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Abstract 
This paper analyses the authors’ interviews with teachers at a remote rural State school in an 
Aboriginal community in Australia. In our conversations with the teachers, we asked them to discuss 
the lack of Aboriginal material in the school’s curriculum, a question which many had not considered 
before. The interviews set the teachers in context, revealing their career stage, their perceptions of their 
pedagogy in an Aboriginal community, and their views about the adequacy of their university 
preparation for inter-cultural perspectives in the curriculum.  The article raises critical questions about 
the role played by the State, universities, and teacher education programs as they prepare 
predominantly white teachers to teach in Indigenous communities. It argues that inappropriately trained 
teachers are likely to re/produce a neo-colonial regime through the implementation of a Eurocentric 
and thus inappropriate curriculum for Indigenous students, thus contributing to the underachievement 
of many of them. It concludes with a discussion of ways forward to address these serious deficiencies, 
in the interests of working for socially just and equitable schooling for all children. 
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Background and Approach 
In our article in the preceding issue of this journal (Hickling-Hudson and Ahlquist, 2003), we 
described our case study visit to a state primary school for Aboriginal children in a rural 
Aboriginal community many hundreds of kilometres distant from an urban settlement. The 
community had been established in the early 20th century, one of many similar reserves in 
which the government located diverse language groups of Aboriginal people dispossessed of 
their traditional lands by aggressive European settlement (Fesl 1993, Von Sturmer 1994). In 
the community that we visited, the land was dry and arid, the few business enterprises were 
all owned by whites, and Indigenous unemployment was over 90 percent, creating many 
problems of poverty, welfare dependency and social dislocation.  
 
Our visit to the school left us disturbed to see the pervasiveness of Eurocentrism in the 
curriculum, in spite of the teachers all having four-year Bachelor of Education degrees. Our 
2003 article discussed how a model of Eurocentric or white supremacist schooling operates as 
an agent of assimilation, rendering invisible or negatively distorting non-white cultures while 
uncritically portraying Western culture. This becomes pivotal not only to the attempt to 
eradicate Indigenous cultures, but also to the academic failure and marginalisation of 
Indigenous people. Achievement levels in literacy and numeracy were seriously low in our 
case-study school, reflecting the low levels all over the country. The teachers linked this to 
the fact that many of the children were absent for long periods, or had severe hearing 
problems that limited their learning. Our view, however, was that such explanations tended to 
scapegoat the students and ignore the role of the school in influencing their behaviour. This is 
a common ‘blaming the victim’ response to low scores on standardised tests. Victimization 
takes the blame off teachers, administrators and the state, and places it on individual students. 
The unsuitability of the curriculum and the oppressiveness of the neo-colonial model of the 
school were far more likely to be factors explaining the students’ underachievement and the 
disinterest of many of them in school learning. 
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During several days in the community and the school, with the permission of teachers and the 
Principal, we visited classes and observed teachers in action in the school setting. We then 
talked with these teachers on several occasions, both informally and in structured interviews, 
about their curriculum and pedagogy and its relation to their perceptions of how their 
universities had prepared them for the responsibility of teaching Indigenous children. With 
the permission of some parents, obtained in a consent form, we spoke informally with some 
of the children. In the tradition of grounded theory, we drew issues for analysis out of this 
data, and our analysis relates these issues to the broader social context. Whereas our last paper 
concentrated on the curriculum and the children at the school, the focus of this paper is our 
interviews and interaction with the teachers. As we prepared our articles, we sent drafts to the 
Principal for comment, and also discussed them over several years with experienced teacher 
educators, deepening our understanding of the situation of the schooling provided by the State 
for Indigenous students. In our articles, locations are not named and participants in the 
research are completely anonymous, to protect their privacy.  
 
We analyse the model of schooling in remote Indigenous communities such as this one as 
evidence of a powerful, neo-colonial discourse of racism being perpetuated by the state. A 
key problem we grapple with is the reproduction of colonial regimes within education 
(McConaghy, 2000, 2003). From the perspective of postcolonial theory, as is argued by 
Hickling-Hudson, Matthews and Woods (2004: 5), ‘reading racism as a discourse of power 
situates racialized thinking as a legacy of colonialism, which continues to sustain material 
inequities’. Analysing race as a discourse of power in this article and the preceding one, 
involves discussing the power differentials between white educators, administrators and their 
clients, the tensions of the ideological assumptions and the resistance to them, and the internal 
contradictions of the discourse.  
 
In discussing the common problem of underachievement among students who are culturally 
different from the Anglocentric norm, we do not wish to imply a view that teachers have the 
sole responsibility for the performance of students. This is both an unrealistic and an 
incomplete explanation for student success or failure. As Sonia Nieto (1999: 43) points out, 
placing the sole blame on teachers fails to take into account the fact that teachers usually have 
little power within the particular structures in society in which they function. It also accuses 
the teachers who care most deeply about students and who struggle every day to help them 
learn. Yet it needs to be acknowledged that there are some teachers whose pedagogy is 
inadequate, and that sometimes, in spite of good intentions, some teachers help to reproduce 
the structural inequities in society.  
 
As teacher educators, we believe it is important to probe how teachers, state education 
departments and other educational institutions, communities and social norms interact to 
produce school success or school failure (Nieto 2000, p. 44). Our paper addresses how these 
factors can maintain an alienating and culturally oppressive model of learning for Indigenous 
students. Our interviews with the teachers set them in context, revealing the points they are at 
in their careers, their perceptions of their classroom practices, and their views about their own 
pedagogical preparation for teaching about and for cultural, linguistic, and ethnic diversity. 
We end with a discussion of the kind of policies for schooling and teacher education that 
would be more likely to promote postcolonial goals of an equitable, life-affirming and 
empowering education for students in Indigenous communities.  
 
The teachers and their ‘tour of duty’ 
It was immediately apparent to us as visitors that there was a differentiation of power and 
status between black and white participants in the school’s structure. The teachers and 
Principal, all of them white Australians but for one, ran the school and organised it as they 
saw fit, albeit within State guidelines. The teacher aides, Aboriginal Australian women all on 
part time contracts but for one who was full-time, assisted the teachers when they were asked 
to do so. Most teachers were on their first teaching assignment after graduation. From our 
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interviews we learnt that only one of these beginning teachers came to teach in this 
community for positive reasons of cultural interest and as a challenge. The others were 
motivated by wanting to get extra points for “country service” in a place which gave 
significant extra points, and the strong possibility of being hired in an “easier”, urban or 
coastal city school. Not all were beginning teachers: two had prior teaching experience. They 
had chosen placement here out of interest, but they too saw it as a temporary placement.  
 
The teachers who agreed to be placed at this school received an extra $2,500 for their first 
two years of service, and an extra $3,000 if they stayed a third year. They described their 
work in this community as “hardship duty” which was allocated not only extra remuneration, 
but also the opportunity to choose their placement in a state school in the coastal suburbs or 
cities, after finishing their two-year ‘tour of duty’. None of them intended to stay beyond two, 
and in one case three years. Many had applied to teach in what were perceived as ideal 
locations such as the state capital, or resort areas close to beaches and scenic countryside, or 
to state capital cities. This is a pattern that is apparently well known, so much so that it is 
described by the community as “tourist teaching”. “Two year tourists” is the nickname given 
to teachers who use this two-year tour of duty as a career stepping-stone.  They can get their 
pick of jobs and can more easily become principals in their future careers. 
 
The new Principal, who had only been at the school for a few weeks, had much experience as 
a teacher in other rural indigenous communities, was full of ideas and energy, and expressed 
commitment to making significant changes. In describing the difficulties new teachers face, 
the Principal said: “In their first six months here, the new teachers are in shock. There is 
culture shock; they are in the desert, it’s hot, dry, dusty, they are isolated away from their own 
culture in a strange community, plus the fact that they are still learning how to teach – most 
are first year out. It’s not until maybe the second year that they settle down to teach. They 
then wind down and leave”. These observations were keenly accurate. In talking to the 
teachers, we were struck by their sense of being culturally isolated and ‘at sea’ in a 
community they did not understand.  It was the first time that most of them had met 
Aboriginal people. The teachers socialised among themselves, made few or no friends at a 
level of equality in the community, did not socialise with the local adults, and left the 
community every Friday to spend the weekend in the nearest urban centre, four or five hours 
drive distant. They were clearly outsiders who, feeling isolated, strange and uncomfortable, 
had no intention of staying.   
 
Yet the Principal made the point that the advantage of having beginning teachers was that 
they were energetic, keen young teachers, easier to mould, which was important given the 
changes and improvements being proposed for the school. The Principal had firm views about 
the need for giving teachers a realistic orientation about the difficulties of the post. “Once 
teachers have decided to come here, they should be sent an aerial photograph of the 
community that they will be coming into. They need to know that they will be cut off during 
the wet season, that the food prices are sky high, that there is violence, that attendance is an 
issue, that the curriculum must be maintained, that they’ll be thrown into living with 
strangers.” From our conversations with teachers, we learnt that although the State 
Department of Education had provided them with a two-day seminar, which oriented them 
towards the school and the community, this introduction in hindsight was completely 
inadequate to prepare them for their task.  
 
The high teacher turnover, in which most of the staff left every two years to be replaced with 
newcomers, was clearly a problem for the school, as it would be for any school. It is difficult 
for school and community leaders to promote stability, continuity, vital curricular reform and 
revision, a vision of the future, and a sense of growth and development, with teachers who 
come for two or three years and then leave. Such transient teachers are less likely to develop a 
strong commitment to addressing the social, emotional and academic needs of the students. 
This is one aspect of the multi-layered oppressiveness of racialised structural problems in a 
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neo-colonial situation. One layer of the problem is that the State Department of Education 
appears to find it almost impossible to attract teachers to such communities and interest them 
in staying. Another layer is that the incentives provided by way of extra remuneration and 
rewards may attract volunteers for the wrong reasons. Yet another layer is the inadequacy of 
professional development for such teachers, particularly given their inadequate preparation at 
university in intercultural pedagogy, an aspect discussed later in this article. The deepest 
layers of oppressiveness, however, relate to the institutional racism that created and 
perpetuated such communities, that practised economic, cultural and social violence against 
them, and that has failed to train local teachers. One result is the reliance on ‘outsider’ 
teachers and the two-year turnover of most of them, with its serious implications for 
curriculum, staff development, follow-up, future planning and other crucial issues for the 
students and their parents, for the Aboriginal teacher aides, and for the few teachers who stay 
longer than the two-year norm. 
 
Teachers on teaching 
In our conversations with the teachers, we drew to their attention the lack of Aboriginal 
material or perspectives in the curriculum, and discussed this with them. Most of our 
interviewees had not considered this question before, underlining for us their lack of 
appropriate teacher education. Two of them had a sense of unease that their pedagogy was not 
responding to the cultural needs of the students, but they did not know what to do about it. 
We asked whether they had been able to introduce the children to Aboriginal history and the 
best of modern and traditional expressive Aboriginal culture – music, visual art, novels, 
theatre, and film. They replied that no such teaching existed because they, the teachers, lacked 
the requisite knowledge. One teacher said, “Teachers come here knowing nothing about 
Aboriginal culture, so we don’t know what to include culturally in the curriculum” (Interview 
with Teacher 1, 1998).  Several teachers told us that they hadn’t learned much about 
Aboriginal culture in this community, “because it’s lost, more or less” (Group interview with 
four teachers, 1998).  It seemed clear from their answers that their teacher education revealed 
serious deficiencies in intercultural preparation.  
 
When we asked the teachers how they would like to strengthen their teaching, many ideas 
were expressed, but most of these ideas had to do with improving pedagogical techniques in 
an instrumental rather than a culturally sensitive manner. The two experienced class teachers 
(those who were not beginners) felt that the Department of Education should stop sending 
recent teacher education graduates. Their view was that ‘We need teachers with more 
experience’ (Interview with Teachers 2 and 3). However, it did not appear to us that the 
experienced teachers were teaching more appropriately than the inexperienced ones. The 
teachers demonstrated that their individual ‘agency’ in the sense of dealing with pedagogical 
challenges was at different points ranging from experiments with tackling perceived 
problems, to ignoring these problems. But a common factor was that none of them appeared 
to have considered the curriculum culturally inappropriate until we started discussing that 
perspective with them. There was no evidence of a proactive plan to act on these issues to 
improve the curriculum in any significant way. 
 
In our conversations, a concern shared by most of the new graduates was that the children 
were not responding to their methods of literacy teaching, and reading levels were low. One 
in particular was worried that the ‘grammar’ of conventional literacy teaching was not being 
understood by students. She said: 
“I’d like to do some studying on teaching literacy in Aboriginal settings. My 
experience here shows that the children don’t understand some of the grammar, for 
that’s not the way they speak. Maybe we shouldn’t have to teach in that way. We did 
a lot of stuff at university about literacy and cultural capital, but it wasn’t very 
practical – although it was interesting to me.” (Interview with Teacher 4). 
 
 5
Two felt that, in a community which was not oriented towards books, reading interest needed 
to be developed through a familiarity with books and a better library: 
“I want to give them (the students) a purpose for reading and a purpose for writing – 
the community isn’t very word-oriented. At this age, I want them to develop 
familiarity with books and their purpose” (Interview with Teacher 6).  
 
“The library is in a bad way – we need a better library to encourage the kids to read.” 
(Interview with Teacher 7).  
 
Another stressed the need for more professional support in their teaching. “We need 
professional development workshops. I would suggest a big emphasis on teaching literacy, for 
example, along the lines of Making the Jump” (a 1997 textbook by Berry and Hudson) 
(Interview with Teacher 5).  One was sad that the children’s artistic potential was not being 
developed, telling us that “The kids here love music and there’s no music program” 
(Interview with Teacher 8). 
 
Teachers felt that more communication was needed between the school and the community, 
and that this would encourage the parents to support their children’s school learning. In the 
group interview that we had with four teachers, we learnt that some of them were trying to 
improve school-community links, but the general feeling was that this was a difficult and 
thankless process. One teacher stated that parents wanted different things—some wanted their 
children to attend school, while others had no interest in supporting their regular attendance. 
We were told that most parents were reluctant to come to the school, and that some parents 
were ‘shy’, or intimidated, and not familiar with what teachers were doing at school. Some 
teachers had experimented with various ways of breaking down this barrier. In one semester 
some of them had tried to bring in extended family groups in the afternoon, but these visits 
were not well attended and soon petered out. Other teachers had organised a few open days at 
school for parents to see what their children were doing. In the group interview we were told 
that “They (the parents) were quite interested, and they ate the barbecue meal we provided. 
But their children’s attendance still doesn’t improve” (Group interview with teachers, 1998). 
The implication was that these inconsistent attempts to get parents interested in the school 
were not paying off in terms of more parent support for their children’s school learning.  
 
A few teachers said that they had asked community elders to come into the school and help 
teach the children. They expressed dismay that when a group of elders responded to the 
invitation by putting on a dance performance for the school, they requested payment. It did 
not seem to occur to them that the elders should receive payment for their contributions, as 
other professionals routinely do in staff development programs. Several felt that the older 
people, because of the harsh history of the settlement, lacked knowledge of Aboriginal 
culture. Yet these teachers also lacked knowledge, and had made no attempt to educate 
themselves or others. We were told that ‘Some parents don’t feel that they can do much to 
help their children with schooling’ (Group Interview with teachers, 1998). Because of their 
perceptions of this situation, two of the teachers attempted to introduce the children to 
Aboriginal culture by way of cultural artefacts, such as offering a lesson in throwing 
boomerangs. The teachers’ attitude was that they had tried, but their outreach efforts had 
yielded little involvement of Aboriginal parents in the school.  
 
The dilemma here, in our view, was that these outreach efforts of the teachers were not part of 
a well developed program, but random acts, often socially and culturally inappropriate, which 
may have contributed to isolating teachers further from the community. The reality was that 
this underachieving school had inadequately trained teachers who had not learnt how to 
communicate effectively or sensitively with either parents or students. The teachers saw 
‘Aboriginal culture’ as stereotypical and fossilised practices such as ‘throwing boomerangs’ 
and blamed the parents for not responding to the chance of getting involved in the school, 
rather than having an understanding of the local culture, the unsuitability of school culture to 
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the community, or the plight of the community created by the situation of their settlement. 
The almost total unemployment in the settlement must have been a powerfully de-motivating 
factor for learning, since, regardless of how students performed at school, they were likely 
either to end up without a job or to have to seek one far away from home. 
 
Like some of the teachers, the Principal deplored the inadequacy of teacher education in its 
failure to provide training in a pedagogy of cultural diversity. Very capable, dedicated, and 
energetic, this administrator had developed suitable knowledge not through adequate teacher 
education but only through years of experience, and based on this, had many ideas as to 
strategies to improve this primary school. The Principal favoured an integrated curriculum, 
with all subjects thematically linked, and had a strong goal of improving student performance 
in literacy and mathematics, thus raising test scores (interview with Principal, November 
1998). From our interview it appeared that the Principal was more prepared than the other 
teachers to initiate improved pedagogy. What was emphasised in the conversation with us 
was the goal of helping the staff teach the state-mandated curriculum effectively. While the 
enthusiasm, skills and experience of the Principal were obvious, we felt that what was also 
needed was for teachers and teacher aides to deconstruct, challenge and transform this taken-
for granted curriculum and pedagogy in collaboration with the community. The dilemma is 
that this is a process which a state school might argue that it has limited freedom to undertake 
without the support of the State Department of Education.  
 
Teachers’ views of their training 
A major aim in this research project was to determine the teachers’ views of the kind of 
preparation that they had been provided with in their degree programs to help them 
conceptualise and implement their pedagogy in an environment different in culture and 
ethnicity from what they were used to. Having observed classroom teaching, we met with 
each teacher individually, and during these conversations asked them what they felt about 
their preparation for teaching in communities such as this. The teachers had attended four 
universities between them. The kind of preparation that the teachers described ranged from 
programs that barely mentioned issues of equity and cultural diversity, to programs which 
touched on these issues in a theoretical way, providing no opportunity for the student teachers 
to practice or develop cross-cultural pedagogy. As one teacher told us, his university program 
provided material on Aboriginal culture and issues “but nothing on how to teach about these 
issues” (Interview  with Teacher 4). 
 
Some of the teachers stressed their sense of shock on coming to the school and finding that 
the children had backgrounds and upbringing which were unfamiliar to them. They felt that 
their university programs, which had been predicated on an assumption of the ‘universal’ 
child, were unsuitable for helping them to respond to authentic differences stemming from 
ethnicity, culture or social class.  
 
“I did Sociology and Government at university – we were steeped in gender issues, 
but there was hardly any ethnic or cultural focus.” (Interview with Teacher 5). 
 
 “Early Childhood philosophy at my university stressed treating each child as an 
individual. But when an individual is so different from what we are used to, it’s very 
hard to know how to respond to that culture.” (Interview with Teacher 6).  
 
“These kids don’t come to school with the same background as kids I know. …I have  
seen some improvement in their reading skills…but much more practical experience 
is needed when we are doing teaching practice…There were a few multicultural 
electives at university, but I didn’t take any of those electives and it was a big shock 
coming here.” (Interview with Teacher 7) 
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Some of the teachers had ideas, based on their experience of teaching at this school, about 
how their universities should improve their teacher-education pedagogy. It was interesting to 
hear from some that the fear of cultural difference among trainees led to a stigma among 
beginning teachers concerning the idea of coming to teach in an Indigenous school. The 
teachers told us that their university programs provided no core education in teaching for 
cultural diversity, and that it was left entirely up to the individual as to whether they took 
intercultural subjects. Their conversation stressed the need for the universities to prepare them 
for teaching for cultural and linguistic diversity as part of the degree, and one of them felt that 
they should be given information about the positive aspects of Indigenous communities, as 
the following interview extracts show: 
“Aboriginal education was not touched upon ever at my university. Aboriginal 
education was up to you. There was some discussion about Asian kids, especially 
Vietnamese kids. Student teachers in the pre-service program should be asked: Who’s 
interested in Aboriginal education? And then there should be intensive education, 
preparation for these experiences, for these teachers. Otherwise we get a stigma from 
our fear of difference… this needs to be eliminated (Italics ours).  Also we need to 
learn about different language concepts. We got very little training in cross-cultural 
language acquisition.” (Interview with Teacher 5).  
 
“I became interested in Aboriginal culture through a friend of mine at another 
university, not through anything I was offered at my own (university). I believe that 
my university needs to improve its teaching about cultural and linguistic diversity. It 
should identify student teachers in their fourth year who are interested in Aboriginal 
education and prepare them for it. So far, they don’t do that. We don’t get cultural 
diversity education at university and then we find that we need it in service.” 
(Interview with Teacher  7 ) 
 
“We get here, and it is hard to get cultural information about Aboriginal culture. 
Aboriginal teacher aides give you important information about families, which is 
really good, but for anything more, they are shy. The university courses need to have 
videos of daily life in an Aboriginal community like this one, and how warm the kids 
are, and how they appreciate you, so the stigma about coming to teach here would be 
removed.” (Interview with Teacher 8) 
 
Only one university, out of the four that were attended by the teachers, made training in 
cultural diversity compulsory. The teacher who had attended this university explained that 
student teachers there were required to do two subjects in cultural diversity and education, 
one their first year, and one in the second. We were struck by his dissatisfaction with these 
university subjects: 
“We studied the learning styles and characteristics of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children, for example, they don’t like eye contact, and they don’t like being 
shamed. But I already knew that since I grew up with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander kids and South Sea Islanders… We learnt something about their history, but 
nothing about their art, music, modern literature or film”. (Interview with Teacher 9) 
 
This young teacher felt that the two cultural diversity subjects that he had studied at university 
were so inadequate in providing a sense of the strengths of Indigenous culture that not much 
remained with him beyond clichéd understandings about ‘learning styles and characteristics’ 
of Indigenous children. He felt that they had left him with little to draw on to help him 
construct an alternative curriculum. Teacher 5 bluntly put his view that universities should 
“Force student teachers to branch out (beyond dominant culture curriculum) —make all 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander courses compulsory” (Interview with Teacher 5). 
 
We reflected, however, that making such courses compulsory would be totally counter-
productive if the courses are characterised by telling white teachers ‘how to interpret the 
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“cultural traits” of Indigenous children as a recipe to better instructions’ when ‘their own 
cultural biases never enter the teaching and learning equation’ (Downey and Hart, 2000:16). 
   
Oppressive Structures, Flawed Policies 
The education offered in schools such as the one we visited is shaped by institutional racism 
in several ways. The immersion of Indigenous students in an uncritically presented 
Eurocentric curriculum is partly attributable to the inadequate training and professional 
development of teachers, and partly attributable to the historical lack of effective policies and 
a failure of leadership on the part of State Departments of Education. The fact that few or 
none of the teachers are Indigenous illustrates that inadequate opportunities have been offered 
to Indigenous people to train as teachers. Assessment systems show a high degree of culture 
bias (Luke et al 2002). Underlying all this is the context of the structural marginalization of 
Indigenous people by white Australian society. Most have been forced economically and 
socially to the bottom of society wherever they are located, whether as ghettoised groups in 
urban areas, or as groups which originated as communities of forced settlement in remote 
areas.  
 
The accounts of the teachers we interviewed reinforced our own experience that coursework 
at most universities fails to prepare teachers for making the interests and needs of Indigenous 
or other culturally specific groups of students the centre of a curriculum. To change individual 
agency distorted by Eurocentrism, into agency culturally informed and enabled by socio-
cultural ethics and respect, is the heart of the challenge for effective teacher preparation. 
These teachers, although fully ‘trained’, all had a limited, distorted and essentialist conception 
of Aboriginal culture. Arguably, this is an example of the outcomes of instrumentalist training 
rather than of philosophically reflexive and transformative education. To these teachers, 
Aboriginal culture meant boomerangs, dance, didgeridoos and social problems. This reflects a 
complete lack of understanding of how to analyse and affirm cultural and ethnic diversity or 
how to incorporate it in a community-based curriculum. Without specific, adequate cultural 
diversity and anti-racist teacher education, most teachers will implement an insidious form of 
dysconscious racism (King 1991). This means that well-intentioned white teachers who have 
not investigated their own white privilege or the ideologies of racism, unconsciously 
reproduce racist bias and prejudice in their teaching. It is usually very difficult for whites to 
see the privilege and hierarchical ideologies of ‘whiteness’ in a society where whiteness is the 
invisible norm (Mackay 1999). Thus, they are unaware that they are promoting an 
Anglocentric system of teaching and learning, or at best a superficial multicultural approach - 
a ‘stompin and chompin’ or ‘spaghetti and dance’ curriculum. It is what they know, and may 
represent the only possible approach they can take, given the circumstances of their 
experiences and training. Instead of understanding that a limited, racist, and distorted 
curriculum is a major factor in producing under-performing students, they often silence 
parents or students who question their approaches, and blame the victims of their poor 
pedagogy, criticising students for being ‘absentees’, ‘lazy’, coming from a ‘deprived cultural 
background’, having ‘health problems’ and so on.  
 
These issues were vividly illustrated by our observations in this school, and are also supported 
by previous studies. For example, a study in 1995 to review the effectiveness of educational 
provisions for Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander students (in an area where they were 
highly concentrated) found that the vast majority of teachers of these students felt that they 
had either inadequate preparation for teaching indigenous students, or no preparation at all 
(Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies Unit, 1995, pp. 16 – 22). This was the opinion 
of 102 out of the sample of 110 teachers. Only 8 of the sample felt competent and well 
prepared. But comments from these 8 were particularly interesting in that they felt that there 
was no need to cater to the background, interests and knowledge of Aboriginal students, as 
these quotes show: 
“I treat all students as individuals regardless of background / circumstance, and base 
interaction on this…”    
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“I treat them like any other child that I teach.”  
“I treat Aboriginal students the same as other students. If they experience problems, I 
react to them in the same way as other students with problems. If this isn’t correct, 
then I have yet to see an alternative system that works.”  
(Source: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies Unit, 1995) 
 
These comments reflect the commonly held view that teachers should be ‘colour blind’ and 
‘culture blind’, a view that is part of the ‘dysconscious racism’ discussed above. In white- 
dominant societies where institutional racism is a part of daily life, race and ethnicity have 
obviously shaped everyday structures and situations into patterns of supremacy and 
subordination, and continue to shape policies in this way. ‘Colour-blindness’ therefore is 
problematic for students who are targets of racism. An explanation of the ‘colour-blind’ 
stance in the USA is that white teachers try not to see what is obvious (colour) because they 
are unwilling to acknowledge their fears of difference, and their own negative associations 
with people of colour, and are denying the suggestion that institutional racism still exists 
(Sleeter 1993: 161 – 163, Delpit 1988). This is also the case in Britain, where ‘among British 
teachers, the popular liberal notion of treating individual students in supposedly “colour-
blind” terms has the effect of ignoring the consequences of racism and racialised economic 
disadvantage on students’ (Rattansi 1999: 86-87). Until there is an eradication of the current 
hierarchy of status and privilege based on skin colour difference, teachers have a 
responsibility to teach students to deconstruct and challenge ideologies of white supremacy 
and racism, and develop ways to eradicate them. 
 
A common approach to the teaching of culturally and ethnically diverse students is to teach 
the mainstream (ie.Anglocentric) curriculum and as a token gesture invite community 
members into the classroom to provide these students with information about their own 
culture. Most of the teachers we interviewed at our case study school seemed to support this 
strategy. One summed up the approach in these words: “Teaching Aboriginal culture is not up 
to us. You can’t ‘go local’. You need to assume your own identity; know who you are. People 
need to maintain their own culture - it’s no use pretending you’ve adopted someone else’s 
culture. When people do that with Aboriginal groups, they are not respected. You’re still 
ruling as white”. From this viewpoint, it is unsuitable for white Australians to do anything 
other than teach white culture, while Aboriginal adults are invited into the school to teach 
Aboriginal culture. It is a view also held by some Indigenous educators.This viewpoint is 
understandable, given the difficulty and complexity of intercultural teaching (see Nakata 
1995), but it is also problematic in so far as it is based on an essentialist picture of culture that 
separates rather than links ethnic histories. Such a policy applied to the curriculum places 
groups in an untenable position of ethnic isolationism, which in practice further marginalises 
people of colour. While it is vital to have Indigenous experts teach children Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander culture, the matter cannot end there. White teachers, given their greater 
numbers, are likely to continue to teach Indigenous students in the foreseeable future. It is 
vital that all teachers be educated to teach in a manner that offers all Australian students the 
cultural complexity and richness of an intercultural education. This must recognise the unique 
place of Indigenous culture, its real experiences and its achievements in literature, film, art, 
science, land management and social responsibility, as well as interweave the different 
elements of ethnic experience in a framework that advances social justice (Hickling-Hudson 
and Ahlquist 2004: 53-54, Bradford 2001).  
 
Some experienced teacher educators to whom we spoke after our visit to the school felt that  
induction programs for new teachers going into rural communities, as well as in-service 
programs of professional development for classroom teachers, suffered from a lack of depth 
and continuity in intercultural and community-based guidance. During the 1970s, they told us, 
there had been efforts towards this sort of culturally conscious curriculum change, but most of 
these efforts had been followed by backlashes that erased the initiatives. The current situation, 
they felt, could be improved by drawing on the insight and commitment of people with 
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expertise and experience in this field. The know-how of such people needs to be built upon to 
inspire new teams to carry on this work. In 1999, comments from these educators were not 
optimistic:  
“At the moment the tide is out… Communities and their education systems are very 
uneven - most are not being guided by the wisdom or insight we’ve all gained over 
our years in multicultural education.”  (Interview with Teacher Educator #1, January 
1999) 
 
“This new wave of change is characterised by devolution: most funding currently 
goes to the local schools. This is fine in an ideal world, but many schools don’t have 
the overview and commitment and skills to mount the kinds of professional 
development programs needed.” (Interview with Teacher Educator #2, January 1999) 
 
“Personnel in the rural regions need the support and wisdom of people who have 
worked on teams in these areas. They could help with policy directions, and could be 
responding to the strategies teachers need in the field. But the current structure 
doesn’t allow for it.”  (Interview with Teacher Educator #3, June 2000) 
 
From our conversations with these experienced teacher educators (one of whom was 
Indigenous), we deepened our understanding of the complexity of the structural flaws 
preventing continuity in educational improvement for Indigenous peoples. Indigenous 
communities are faced with several overlapping tensions concerning education. First, the 
community wants the school to provide a balance between respecting traditional culture and 
identity, and teaching the language of power for operating at an effective level in Western 
society. Second, the education system is not necessarily able to provide this in a systematic 
way, particularly given the thrust towards devolutionary policies. Curriculum change may be 
requested, but traditional subjects have their own agenda, and it is difficult to get teachers to 
change this agenda when most of them are ill-prepared to teach for cultural diversity. Third, 
the political system has never succeeded in delivering what Aboriginal communities need and 
want. Built into the political structure is a lack of educational continuity because new 
governments are voted in and out, and new parties can either cut pre-existing innovative 
programs or support them. All these issues, and more, need to be addressed politically in 
order to improve educational practice. 
 
The Search for Solutions - Strategies For Change  
The last decade of Australian teacher education has seen an increasing awareness of the 
importance of preparing teachers for cultural diversity. Yet, recognising the need for this is 
not the same thing as putting it into practice, and as late as the 1990s, very few universities 
were embedding a systematic training in intercultural issues and pedagogy in the teacher 
education curriculum (Hickling-Hudson and McMeniman 1996, Hatton 1996). There are 
some indications, however, that these deficiencies are being addressed, and that policies for 
Indigenous education are changing. 
Contestation of the Anglocentric tradition in schools and teacher education programs is 
increasing, and the need for intercultural education is becoming more widely accepted. Some 
educators are developing anti-racist alternatives to the traditional essentialist model of 
schooling, drawing on recent paradigm shifts in science, the arts, and in education, and 
generating new theories and practices which serve inclusive and global realities. Their 
assumptions are that anti-racist and culturally relevant pedagogy across the curriculum will 
help to challenge racism and promote social justice in schools and society (Singh 1997, 
Crowley 1999, Ahlquist 2000, 2001, Ahlquist and Kailin 2003, Hickling-Hudson 2003). 
Education Departments in most states are now encouraging and supporting reform based on 
these assumptions, as part of a wider set of strategies designed to counter the structural flaws 
that have historically led to a situation of stark disadvantage for Indigenous students and other 
ethnic minority groups. For example, Pauline Taylor discusses such policies since 2000 in 
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Queensland, pointing out that their commitment to equity involves specific strategies to 
improve Indigenous literacy, numeracy, school retention, parental support, and a staff college 
(that is, a systematic program of courses) for the in-service development of teachers (Taylor 
2002). Potential is shown by new curriculum approaches such as the ‘New Basics’ in 
Queensland (http://education.qld.gov.au/corporate/newbasics, see also Hickling-Hudson 
2003) and anti-racist material such as Racism No Way, (http://www.racismnoway.com.au/) and 
Under the Skin.  Of fundamental importance, too, are recent developments which have seen 
Indigenous activists take the lead in working with people in remote indigenous communities 
to tackle entrenched problems of poverty, despair and social dislocation, and attracting 
government support for their efforts – leadership which exemplifies Indigenous agency. 
 
There are no quick fixes, no easy solutions in the task of promoting equity, democracy and 
social justice in a way that would turn around education in Indigenous communities. The key 
requirement is that teachers have to learn to Indigenise the curriculum. What does this mean 
in practice? We can draw for guidance upon the expertise and insights of Aboriginal and other 
educators who have been successful in developing bicultural and multicultural teaching in 
Indigenous schools.  
 
Aboriginal people want the education underlying white power, and schools have an obligation 
to provide this. A curriculum of power has to aim at the development of a strong and 
confident cultural identity. This will involve the skills of multilingualism and the 
understanding of cultural diversity, as well as of the different epistemologies underlying 
different learning paradigms (Morgan and Slade, 1998). Australian Aboriginal epistemology 
provides important guidelines for educators as they struggle with the unsuitability of 
Eurocentric education and seek to reframe it. Educational knowledge can be unsettled, 
stretched and transformed by Indigenous ways of thinking which challenge not only the 
curriculum, but the very shape and nature of the school. Yunupingu, an Aboriginal elder of 
the Yolgnu people, who became a school principal, gives a fascinating analysis (1995) of 
such changes in the goals of schooling in a Yolgnu community in the Northern Territory.  He 
recounts how missionary-shaped, assimilationist schooling was transformed into authentic 
Yolgnu schooling through a process of struggle, imagination and hard work involving both 
Yolgnu and Balanda (white) people over 25 years. A Yolgnu curriculum was gradually forged 
in a process as complex as the making of ‘Ngathu’, sacred bread baked from the flour of the 
nuts of the cycad palm. The new curriculum reflected a mix of ideas, which had to be worked 
out and left for a while, only becoming ready ‘when all the bad blood of disagreement had 
leached away’, just as the poison had to be leached out of the bags of ground-up cycad nuts 
when they were placed in a flowing stream over a period of time. Multilingual education was 
extremely important in the Yolgnu curriculum, since children had to study the deep meanings 
of their clan languages as well as of the English language. The curriculum was one of 
‘multiple balances… that our children must learn if they are going to be active Aboriginal 
members of our contemporary Australia’ (Yunupingu 1995, pp.116 - 119, see also Yunupingu 
1993, and Nakata, 1995). 
 
As well as a solid academic core, an Aboriginal curriculum requires responding to the heart 
and soul of a community. It has to be organised in collaboration with community adults 
outside of the school, working and contributing together with the teachers to explore issues 
meaningful to life experience. This requires big blocks of time, not the forty minute fragments 
which characterise the traditional school timetable. A wide variety of different types of 
learning programs must be provided for secondary level students who want a variety of 
outcomes from schooling (Christie 1994, 2000). Penny Tripcony, a respected Indigenous 
teacher educator writing about how teachers can embrace Aboriginal social and cultural 
difference and teach it positively in the curriculum, advises that they must: 
- Accept the students’ home language, teach standard Australian English as a second      
language, and work for the outcome of students developing fluency in both dialects 
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- Include across the curriculum content which values the interests and respects the identity of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people (Indigenous people living in the Torres Straits 
Islands, north of the Australian mainland) 
- Work for the outcome of improved participation and retention of students 
- Provide students with the skills they need to challenge structures (including the curriculum) 
which perpetuate injustice, and encourage them to identify and act on solutions to problems 
(Tripcony 1995: 41).   
 
Preparing teachers and administrators to implement a curriculum that draws from the best in 
Aboriginal culture would constitute a major change in most teacher education institutions. It 
would disentrench their current instrumental focus (that is, their emphasis on how to teach 
traditional academic disciplines and on strategies of managing behaviour in classrooms). 
They would need to restructure their programs in order to give student teachers more 
opportunity to study different cultures and ethnicities, racism and anti-racism, 
postcolonialism, and their implications for teaching. The difficulties that predominantly white 
institutions may have in putting in place this alternative approach have yet to be fully 
explored. They might, as Cathryn McConaghy (2003) points out, be more emotional and 
psychic in nature than cognitive. ‘Some curriculum knowledge, it would appear, is too much 
for us to bear. Some remembering is simply too difficult or painful’ (p.11). Sanitised or self-
serving curricula such as those based on Eurocentric distortions may spring from what 
McConaghy sees as the tendency to be defensive ‘in order to deal only with what is 
comfortable and comforting to know’ (p. 11). Ambivalence, identity politics and 
dysconscious racism are all aspects of the 'difficult knowledge' discussed by McConaghy . 




Indigenous students throughout Australia are alienated from the kind of schooling that is 
provided for them in most state schools. This can be judged from their high absenteeism, high 
levels of examination failure, lack of engagement in the learning process and low levels of 
achievement. All these factors characterised the school that we visited. It was clear to us that 
the school, run by white teachers for Aboriginal students, was promoting models of 
curriculum, pedagogy and assessment that were simply not suitable for the needs of the 
community – or, indeed, for any community in a nation committed to respecting cultural 
diversity. Most of the teachers seemed hard-working and caring, but our conversations with 
them revealed that they lacked the preparation and the consciousness necessary to develop 
socially just teaching practices and curricula. The situation that we have analysed illustrates 
that education directorates in their management practices have helped to reproduce unjust 
power structures and inequalities. They have failed to produce sufficient numbers of 
Indigenous teachers, and to insist that universities train all teachers adequately. Their failure 
to take the strong steps needed to address the gross inequities of a legacy of a racist and 
unequal education has perpetuated the dilemmas of inappropriate curriculum and 
assimilationist teacher preparation discussed in this paper.  
 
There are strong reasons, therefore, for challenging and changing many of the practices in 
teacher education programs and the inadequacy of support for teachers in the school system. 
As Torres (1996) points out: ‘Without the reform of teacher education there will be no reform 
of education’. The preparation of all teachers with a pedagogy of cultural and global diversity, 
with ongoing specialist professional development for those who are teaching in Indigenous 
and multicultural settings, demands major structural changes that go beyond the addition of a 
multicultural course or two for student teachers. With other scholars and activists we 
recognise that there must be an institutional commitment to teach for social justice and equity 
in all schools (Villegas 2002), and argue that intercultural, global curriculum and equity 
practices need to permeate all institutions. Fundamental shifts are needed in how teachers are 
prepared, and who decides what is taught. This requires effective coalitions between 
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community leadership and state institutions. Funding for the recruitment, support and 
retention of Indigenous teachers is of critical importance. This must be implemented with 
strong and ongoing community participation. Curriculum from one place cannot be ‘lifted’ 
and placed in another location. Yet, we can work together across the globe with people who 
are engaged in building alliances across differences and drawing on community diversity and 
input to explore multiple perspectives, histories, identities and ways of knowing, thus 
breaking the hegemony of Eurocentric perspectives and ‘comfort knowledges’.    
 
There is a large gap between goals and realities, and we are not so naïve as to assume that 
teaching against racism and other oppressions and for cultural diversity and balance will, on 
its own, erase social inequities in an unequal society. Yet, it is a significant step towards the 
vision articulated by Yunupingu, that “Together in the twenty-first century, we can construct 
a unique way of life here inspired by the traditions of Aboriginal Australia and of Europe and 
Asia”, based on the recognition of land rights that respect the contributions of the migrants of 
the last two hundred years, as well as the place of those who have always belonged to the land 
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